The authors examine strategic priorities for local studies libraries in the context of the interactive Web. They examine the implications for access, investigations and the needs of different users. The philosophy that has previously guided local studies is articulated as a number of maxims, taking into account also social inclusion and lifelong learning. These maxims are then re-assessed and added to in the light of issues such as the acquisition of digital media objects, mass amateurisation, profiling remote users and balancing their needs with those of local taxpayers, digital service provision and creating and maintaining an effective online presence.
INTRODUCTION
The aim of this paper is to reaffirm and re-examine the fundamental philosophy of local studies collections, in the challenging conditions of the 21st century. There exists a clearly-articulated and widely-accepted approach to local studies librarianship, set out in the works of Sayers (1939) , Hobbs (1948) and others who have built on them, such as Dewe (1991, 2002) and Martin (2002) . This has served the profession well, but it is -naturally -mainly concerned with building and maintaining collections and with supporting local studies investigations within a physical collection.
It is also necessary for libraries to be seen to fulfil social policy objectives, specifically in relation to social inclusion and lifelong learning. This requires a more active interest in the users, extending beyond those who present themselves in the library to potential users who are not currently being reached; and involving the librarian not only in addressing the user's investigation as presented, but also the user's information literacy skills. A tripartite paradigm of local studies librarianship can, therefore, be proposed: the collections, the investigations and the users. All of these are being profoundly influenced by new technology. The explosion in domestic Internet usage is the single greatest challenge for local studies libraries in the first decades of the twenty-first century.
In this age of auditing, it is important that the profession be able to articulate its objectives in terms of demonstrable standards. In future research, we plan to survey local studies librarians in the UK in order to establish practitioners' criteria for what makes a good local studies service, not forgetting currently unmeasured and unacknowledged values that should also be on the audit sheet. 1 There are many examples of excellent practice and a few of them will be mentioned below. The aim of this paper, however, is not simply to draw attention to decisions that librarians have made, or to initiatives that they have taken, but to address the philosophical and strategic underpinnings of such decision-making: the why rather than the how of what local studies departments do.
Initially, however, it is important to look at the principles that have guided local studies collections until now, before considering to what extent these still apply in the digital age.
A CINDERELLA SERVICE
Within the last few years, Barber (2002: 140) said that local studies 'may still be seen as a backroom, "Cinderella" service', an activity that is not fully understood by staff elsewhere in the library service, let alone by the public at large. This finds an echo in recent comments by a local studies librarian in an English County Council who believes that her collection has 'only a minor impact on the local community. Its profile is low, and people are generally only aware of the collection if they have had cause to use it'. 2 To discuss the image problem in full would be beyond the scope of this paper, involving as it does questions such as class differences in the uses of literacy 3 and popular attitudes towards intellectual activity. In some ways, local studies is in a similar position to public service broadcasting: in the present climate, where the public are seen primarily as consumers, services that appeal to an educated minority, or that require the individual to acquire certain skills before they can appreciate or access them, are marginalized. 4 At the same time as it is too sophisticated an interest ever to generate mass popularity, local studies is not sophisticated enough to be removed entirely from the popular realm, however. Local history -which later developed into local studies -has always tended to be the pursuit of educated amateurs with time at their disposal. In the nineteenth century, these were typically gentlemen antiquarians or scholarly clergymen, producing volumes on the genealogy of the local squirearchy or the history of the local church. This was a time of taxonomy-building and inventory-taking in many disciplines and there was great scope for amateur collection and description in fields as diverse as astronomy, fossil hunting and geology, local antiquities, local customs and dialects, botany, birdwatching and, of course, butterfly collecting. Many amateurs made fundamental and lasting contributions.
The intrinsic interest that local studies have for the people who live in or identify with a locality is, from the point of view of professional historians or sociologists, often parochial. To acknowledge this is not to impugn its legitimacy to the people that it concerns. For professional scholars, even in social history, the local becomes interesting only within a larger context, however. Local case studies may throw light on wider questions, for instance Michael Young and Peter Willmott's (1957) Killer (2004) . Because the potential is always there for local history to be pulled into issues of wider concern, it could be said to occupy a liminal space, a borderland between knowledge that is personal, and therefore academically trivial, and knowledge that is generalizable and therefore worthy of scientific attention.
Local history, accordingly, is one of the few remaining areas where the work of amateurs, informed by local knowledge and benefiting from local contacts, can still command the respect of professionals. A cursory glance at editions of The Local Historian demonstrates the depth of historical activity being undertaken by amateurs. Another example is James Fenton's (2000) The Hamely Tongue, a rigorous study of the speech of Co. Antrim that only an insider could have conducted. A work of this kind is read quite differently by local and by academic audiences, however. The academic is impressed by the work's methodology and analysis and notes the wealth of data for future reference. The local reader is impressed by its authenticity.
The introduction of academic courses on local history (such as Leicester University's MA in English Local History) in the post-war period helped, to a certain extent, to raise the status of local history. It was 'no longer a mere handmaiden of national history' (Carter, 1973: 17) and the historian of the local was no longer regarded 'with amused tolerance by the man in the street as a potterer and a dabbler ' (p. 15) . The promotion in status also created a divide, however, with academic local historians contemplating the nature of the subject (Marshall, 1983 (Marshall, , 1997 , bemoaning the absence of fundamental philosophies (Sheerans and Sheerans, 1999) , and insisting on the need for a coherent conceptual framework before embarking upon an investigation (Phythian-Adams, 1987) . Marshall (1997) , in particular, has cast a zealous and critical eye on 'ordinary' people's enjoyment of local history as a recreational pastime.
5 So far, so familiar: once put on a professional basis, an academic discipline has little use for the amateur.
The debate has been mirrored within the library sector (principally the public library sector). 6 A shift in nomenclature, away from the ambivalent associations of the term local history, is one manifestation. In some cases, the marketing-oriented term local heritage has been adopted, but this sits uncomfortably alike within the library sector and academic local history and has been scoffed at by some local historians as 'an easily digested and frequently nostalgic conjuring-up of the past' (Sheerans and Sheerans, 1999: 258) or as 'a ring-fenced and sanitized perception of a past that never existed' (Taylor, 2002: 234) . There is a clear rationale, however, for the inclusive term local studies as argued by Dewe (1991 Dewe ( , 2002 . 7 The broader term reflects the aim of modern collections to cover 'all aspects of the locality, both the physical and built environments, and all aspects of human activity within that locality in the past, present and future' (Reid, 2003: 2) .
Most importantly, the public's enthusiasm is undiminished. Indeed, as society becomes more individualistic, people increasingly want to pursue their own investigations. This entry of ordinary people into history has democratized the subject. The quest for academic status cannot outweigh the fulfilment that is derived by millions from local, community and family history. In 1966, W.G. Hoskins, 8 said that 'in recent years there has been an enormous growth of serious interest in local history all over England -not least in extra-mural classes which are doing so much original work ' (1967: 9) . Seven years later, George Carter (1973) opened his revision of J.L. Hobbs's seminal work, Local history and the library, with these same words, and went on to cite, as further evidence of this claim, the growing interest throughout the British Isles in local history, as demonstrated by the ever increasing number of local history societies. This idea of a recent, enormous growth in interest has, ironically, been one of the most enduring characteristics of local history over the last forty years. The presenter of the popular BBC series Who do you think you are?, Dr Nick Barratt, said recently in the Daily Telegraph that 'the meeting of media with memory and record' had 'galvanised' the public (Grice, 2005) .This is particularly true in the context of family history (the specific area to which he was referring), but it is also the case, more broadly, in the context of local history; and it is the public -not so much men and women in the street as men and women in their own homes -who are driving this.
A TRIPARTITE PARADIGM
Despite technological and political change, the librarian's task remains, as ever, helping users to make sense of their studies and the sources without diminishing their enthusiasm for the investigation. As Hoskins wrote:
It has occasionally been said that in trying to guide local historians into the paths of righteousness and away from the amateurish imbecilities that often marked much of their work in the past, I am in danger of 'taking all the pleasure out of local history'. This would be sad if it were true, but I doubt whether there is the slightest truth in the charge. As my own experience enlarges of the methods and sources and problems of local history, in whatever part of England I may find myself, I have only noticed an increase of pleasure and I believe the same is true for others who keep an inquiring mind and sharp eyes. No doubt I still miss much in field and street, but I have trained myself to see more and more as the years go by. Time's winged chariot hurries near, but the enjoyment I found as a schoolboy is not less than it was: indeed, it is greater for it is better informed. And I believe this is true for every explorer in the endless field of English topography. (1967: 13) Three factors are paramount in local studies: the intricacy of the sources, the complexity of the investigations and the enthusiasm of the users. This conceptual framework might be said to form a tripartite paradigm of local studies. Below, the traditional philosophy of local studies collections is examined within this framework, before considering how it can be strategically developed for the digital age.
THE COLLECTIONS Acquisition
A great strength of local studies is that collections have been built up in the 'circulating libraries' of every community. This gives genuine local coverage that is often unique, and that is very potent in communicating a sense of place and identity. While public libraries in general find it difficult to appeal to the economically-active, middle-aged, middle-class section of the population (who buy more and borrow less), this group does use local studies collections, making the user profile more representative of the population in this particular respect. The genesis of local collections can be traced back to a paper given by W.H.K. Wright, Librarian of Plymouth, at the first annual meeting of the Library Association in 1878. Wright wrote:
My plea is that every provincial library which is designed to be the central or public one of its district, should, in addition to its recognized reference department, be the repository for works connected with the city, town, county or district of which it is the centre, and that efforts should be made to collect therein all useful books, pamphlets, or manuscripts having any connexion with the district, whether descriptive of, relating to, published in, or written by natives of, or sometimes residents within the limits of such district. By this means, in course of time, a large and valuable collection of books would be made, and an interest awakened in local as well as general literature. In this way, too, local authors and publishers would be encouraged, a new impulse given to literary workers, and an additional inducement offered to the general public to frequent and use our public libraries for purposes of study and research. (1879: 44-5) This call to collect, in a systematic fashion, literature relating to the local community was eagerly taken up by librarians across the United Kingdom, and the ethos suggested by Wright continues to inform local studies collections today. The basic philosophy of collecting can be summed up in these three maxims (Reid, 2003: 7) :
The philosophy of local studies in the interactive age
• be clear about the topographical coverage of the collection • be comprehensive in coverage • collect material regardless of format.
The result of these policies is that local studies collections contain highly-focused, but at the same time wonderfully disparate, collections of materials: archive photographs, oral history recordings, ephemera such as old concert programmes, and miscellaneous items almost impossible to classify. Taken collectively, these local materials provide one of the most comprehensive pictures of social history that we have.
Access
Knowledge organization and information retrieval exist in order to facilitate information access and this is particularly crucial when -as is the case in local studies -the sources being sought are so diverse and so complex in the first place. Chandler wrote:
whatever else it may be . . . the local studies library is at heart a pool of information which must earn its keep, on shelf and in cabinet, in the same way as any other department in the library system. It should be capable of responding with a prompt, accurate and comprehensive reply to any enquiry which falls within its specialisation. (1987: 211) Some local studies collections still rely on card catalogues, even though the library service more generally may have moved to an online system. The creation of fully automated and networked catalogues for local studies has been a priority in the sector since before it was articulated as such in Virtually New (Parry, 1998) . The scale of the task of retrospective conversion should not be underestimated. Chapman et al. (1999) suggest it is in the region of 50 million items at a cost of between £50 and £100 million pounds. Levels of extant catalogue details vary and in some cases a variety of different files need to be consulted and some parts of collections remain uncatalogued at the discrete item level.
One significant point is that many local studies items are unique and therefore the catalogue record will be unique too. Consequently, high quality entries are required. AACR are the standard but in local studies more detail may be required, on edition, provenance, distinguishing features, and, critically, because of the nature or format of the item. As with classification, there are inherent issues associated with the need to emphasize both place and subject (and AACR tends not to emphasize place particularly strongly). Consequently, some services, e.g. Devon, have modified national standards; this is, however, problematic in terms of sharing information in networked, integrated or union catalogues. Automated (and remotely accessible) catalogues are crucial in enhancing service delivery and information access; they are vital for opening collections and for identifying relevant, complementary material in other collections. Modification of standards may impede this.
Concern for a specific place can be said to be the distinguishing feature of local historians. As Chandler (1987: 225) rightly points out, classification generally dictates shelf order, so arrangement by place leads to dispersal of subject and vice versa. Yet both elements are often the focus of local historians' investigations. Classification also has a direct link to the debate about the definition of the local area. There are also issues associated with geographical hierarchies (country, district, parish, village and even particular buildings).
The principal concern with any classification scheme in local studies is this: how does the scheme cope with a discrete work about an individual place? This tends to be the distinguishing characteristic of many modified classification schemes. Although virtually every UK public library authority uses Dewey Decimal Classification, 9 as many as two-thirds of local studies collections use modified versions of the scheme; the remainder either use a bespoke local scheme of their own creation, or published general or local schemes. These are often adaptations of Dewey with increased specificity in particular classes. Perhaps the best known was that of J.L. Hobbs for the Shropshire Collection in Shrewsbury, employing a two letter place code and a third digital after a decimal point for greater specificity.
These 'mangled Dewey' approaches have been likened to a multitude of local dialects rather than a single language. This has already caused problems when, through local government reorganization, local collections with very different classification approaches have been thrown together.
Access and organization issues can, therefore, be summed up in two maxims:
• clearly understand the importance of knowledge organization for access • balance the needs of subject and place access.
The investigations
An important characteristic of local studies users continues to be their active engagement with the material, not merely reading works in the collection, but selecting and assimilating information, and writing up their findings. With archivists and others, librarians are the gatekeepers to local history. They have a clear role in encouraging good practice in research. An investigation may result in materials being deposited in the collection, and in some form of publication. The findings will often be of interest to a community (which could be a virtual, online community). Local studies librarians have an important role to play in helping users to develop a judicious, critical and informed approach to their often complex investigations. The fact that this form of history is 'popular' need not mean that it is lacking in rigour.
The very fact that the materials have survived to be collected, then carefully identified and curated by librarians, can give them a certain mystique, a possibly misleading air of conclusiveness. But, on the contrary, comprehensiveness of coverage means that there is no filtering out of dubious work, and patrons have to be discerning (Reid, 2003: 208) . Local studies libraries have traditionally been good at engendering a critical awareness of the sources in their face-to-face users.
At the outset, users often lack a realistic understanding of the scope and extent of the research problem or, conversely, are too highly-focused on a specific question on which little information exists. They may begin with assumptions based on incomplete evidence or hunches; and they may allow preconceptions or biases to frame the research in particular ways. Investigations are often multi-disciplinary, involving a multitude of different approaches. There is always the danger of being led on serendipitous excursions: many local history investigations can encompass every permutation of topic, place and time. The amateur investigator can be helped to orient the investigation towards an audience, and to organize it as a study within an existing subject field. Local studies collections have found in the past that people investigating their family tree are often happy to be diverted into social history when the genealogical trail goes cold (Reid, 2003: 135) . Whereas the antiquarians of the past seemed 'to have a definite parochial focus, restricting study to the historical details of a single place or building', nowadays, 'local historians may involve themselves in social, economic and landscape change, as well as recording and collecting any relevant historical information' (Wishart, 2005: 28) . Likewise, the BBC series mentioned above tried to make the viewing public aware that, as Barratt put it, family history is not simply a case of 'name collecting. Nor is it just about people. It is all about social history' (Grice, 2005) .
To the traditional scholarly focus on content, we also have to add a modern concern with the learning experience of the user. Carrying out a local study is a valuable form of lifelong learning. Local studies can subscribe fully to well-established definitions of information literacy, but additional demands are made by the unique context of local studies and the peculiar dynamics of local history research. The investigator may have to be helped to recognize that a collection is only ever partial in coverage, comprising a fraction of the extant material. Significant amounts of useful material will be located elsewhere, in a variety of collections and repositories, which it may be difficult to access effectively. Furthermore, the sum total of sources in all locations will only ever be partial; all investigations are dependent on what happens to have survived. It is crucial also that the user be aware of 'problems' with particular sources (e.g. omissions in Old Parish Registers, biases in local newspapers, myths perpetuated from one frequently-quoted but inaccurate source), and the importance of corroborating sources wherever possible. The sophisticated level of information literacy required for a successful local studies investigation now has to be extended to e-resources, providing opportunities to cultivate ICT skills.
Thus, in relation to local studies investigations, two further maxims can be identified:
• promote high standards of research • promote lifelong learning.
The users
The most dynamic factor is the enthusiasm and tenacity of the participants. Their commitment to their subject or to their locality is the engine of local studies. Historically, local studies libraries have been a service at grass-roots level, close to the community both in geographical and subject terms.
Social inclusion
Social inclusion encourages services to reach out to all sectors of the community, but insofar as the policy is a corrective to past inequalities, there is inevitably a focus on those who have been marginalized in the past. The intersection with working-class history, 10 women's history 11 and multi-cultural history 12 shows that interest in local studies is shared by diverse sections of the population. Much of the work in these areas has resulted from grassroots interest, channelled in particular by the Workers' Educational Association, and by oral history projects, which received a great boost in the 1980s from job creation funding through the Manpower Services Commission. Local studies collections have been a natural repository for such materials. As Shannon (2004: 151) puts it, 'today, most people would say that local history belongs to ordinary people'. Along with archives, museums, and local heritage organizations, local studies collections are a vehicle 'to enable members of the local community to define their identity in terms of their own particular situation -family, home, community and region' (Martin, 2002: 1) . Hoskins (1967: 9) was one of the first to attempt to explain the enthusiasm for local history: 'as the world becomes bigger and more incomprehensible people are more inclined to study something of which they can grasp the scale and in which they can find a personal and individual meaning'. Nearly forty years later, local studies continues to offer a corrective to the often hectic and perhaps even dysfunctional way in which we lead our twenty-first century lives. . . . [T] he attraction [of local history] can lie in wanting to possess a 'sense of belonging'. It seems somehow paradoxical that as our society becomes more mobile then our need to find out and understand our roots and origins becomes more pronounced. (Reid, 2003: 36-7) The philosophy of local studies in the interactive age
The idea of living in a world on a human scale is embodied in the sociological concept of Gemeinschaft, 13 geographically-anchored community, as opposed to Gesellschaft, formally organized society. In its original, German Romantic, context, Gemeinschaft was associated with folklife. This is still part of the image of local studies, rather to its detriment, since it can suggest 'naïve ideas of halcyon days in a rural idyll' (Reid, 2003: 37) . A related idea is Heimat, the German word for 'home, one's native place', with its untranslatable connotations of the countryside, village life, childhood and community. Political ideologies polarize around this concept. It is embraced by Romanticism and nationalism, but is also over-shadowed by its exploitation by Nazism. The idea of the individual's identity being tied to a place is rejected by Marxism and existentialism, which see national, regional and ethnic sentiment as reactionary.
Nevertheless, the idea of a pre-industrial, organic community has a lasting resonance in the European psyche, and is the familiar setting of nursery rhymes and fairy tales. The ethnic identities of the indigenous UK population are to a large extent rooted in a now distant peasant or artisan lifestyle, an insight that Laslett captures in the title of his book on English social history, The World We Have Lost (1983) .
Local studies has made a very positive contribution to welcoming immigrant groups by portraying the ethnic diversity of the community as a succession of stories like their own.
14 In some ways, indigenous communities are hardly less disoriented by the world in which they find themselves than recent immigrants. Indeed, Margaret Mead (1970) suggested that the older generation find themselves to be 'time migrants': without moving physically, we can still find ourselves living in a place so different from the world in which we grew up that it could be a foreign country. Buildings and businesses, institutions and customs, rise and fall. Ethnic groups, families and individuals move in or move away. The need to create new identities that link past, present and future is common to the indigenous population and to immigrant groups.
Western societies have also become highly stratified by age, since three-generation households long ago ceased to be the norm. Entertainment is constantly available, and opportunities for the direct transmission of family stories between the generations are correspondingly diminished. People still need an audience in order to objectify their own stories and create meaning from the narratives of their lives, however. In the USA, 'personal historians' now offer to interview people and produce documents for family consumption (Association of Personal Historians). In this way, as also with web albums, the message of the new media 15 is that people are offering their stories in an indirect way, leaving it to the audience to attend to them or not, at their convenience.
In this context, where the technology can brace open a gap between family members as much as bridge it, faceto-face projects are valuable not only for the material they collect, but also from the point of view of social inclusion. The social value of oral history has been particularly clear when it has brought together schoolchildren and the elderly, in what seems, in simpler societies, a natural line of communication, bypassing the economically-active years in between. Schools have been encouraged to invite war veterans to speak to children, and local studies libraries are also natural forums for the collective memory of the community. Digital family history has the potential to make the same links, and, like oral history, to give respectful attention to the reminiscences of people who might not otherwise be listened to.
Broadening the basis of history is empowering for those who find themselves alienated by modern life, whether or not they belong to the groups that one would first think of in terms of social exclusion. Control of resources is democratizing for communities, whether in Brazil or Easterhouse, as witness the Hidden History exhibition (Trondra Group). It allows them to 'become producers and keepers of their own history' (Worcman, 2002) . Local history, on the Internet as in other media, is an act of affirmation.
Local studies can usefully apply a broad interpretation of the maxim:
• promote social inclusion.
Family history
The post-war period has seen a 'booming popular interest in family history' (Sheerans and Sheerans, 1999: 258) but there is still ambivalence about making provision in the public library sector for this pursuit, which seems to be of self-evidently limited interest (Webster, 2005) . 16 It may, nevertheless, be a serious matter for the individual concerned, involving, in some cases, tracing or renewing contact with close relatives separated by donor-assisted reproduction, adoption, divorce, migration or war. With so much now known about hereditary diseases and dispositions, there may be medical issues, as well as the abiding issues of personal identity. To take the narrow view, moreover, is to ignore the connectivity of the digital age. Individuals researching their family trees are now quite likely to find that the distant relatives they have just discovered are also online looking for them. Genealogy thus becomes a collaborative, often international, project. As Reid (2003: 122) puts it, 'parochialism has gone global'.
In local studies, the fixed point is a locality; in family studies it is a name (or names). Nevertheless, places can be important in family studies, with searchers reaching a sort of resting point when they can locate an ancestor in a place that they feel to be (or have been) a 'real', Gemeinschaft, community. This potentially generates an interest in local studies across a range of different localities. In any case, both approaches spring from the same impulse: 'a simple and perfectly natural desire to know where one comes from both in familial, geographical and social terms' (Reid, 2003: 37) .
Thus can be adduced the following maxim:
• embrace the public's enthusiasm for family history.
Remote users
The local community are the people who pay for the maintenance of the service through council taxes. They can, by and large, already access it straightforwardly by coming into the local studies collection. Bott observed that ratepayers who have used the local collection will come to understand why their rate payments should go towards such expenditure; given the current enthusiasm for local history it should not be impossible to convince the politicians that there may be votes in it for them ! (1987: 22) The extent to which there have ever been votes in local studies is perhaps questionable, but the point is well made in two regards. Firstly, those who use the collection in its physical location best understand the purpose of the service, and are therefore best able to lobby on its behalf. Secondly, those who use it in person are generally local people. Their lobbying is given more credence because they are the taxpayers who fund the service and the electorate who vote for councillors. Remote users do not pay, but their needs demand special consideration because they cannot make use of the collection in its physical location at all. A significant proportion of user enquiries in local studies has always come from outside the catchment area of the service; these users are remote in the traditional, geographic sense of the word. With the advent of online provision, it becomes even more urgent to make decisions about the extent to which the needs of remote, non-rate-paying users should be accommodated, what level of service to provide and whether the remote market should be courted actively or passively.
The maxim that has governed practice up till now is:
• prioritize the needs of local users, but not to the exclusion of remote users.
PART II: THE PHILOSOPHY OF LOCAL STUDIES IN THE DIGITAL AGE Web 2.0
With local studies collections under-resourced to provide even their core, conventional, services, it is essential to approach electronic provision with a clear sense of priorities rooted in an understanding of the Internet. Reid (2003) addressed the question of how local studies librarianship was adapting to the new information environment created by digital media. This article seeks to build on that work and to update it.
Even in the short space of time since the publication of Reid (2003) , there have been important developments. These are summed up as 'Web 2.0' or the 'semantic web', the idea that the World Wide Web has evolved into a new, more interactive, version, taking advantage of the faster transmission speeds provided by broadband. 17 The World Wide Web had its origins in academic ideals: collegiality, the free flow of information, and respect for different viewpoints (at least, as long as they are 'on task'). The communities that form spontaneously on the Web are like self-organized academic communities in many ways. The economy of online communities is a gift economy, in which the cost of contributing is tiny but the benefit is spread very widely (Kollock, 1999) . When the Web began to be commercialized, a distinction was assumed between providers and consumers of information, but Web businesses soon realized 'how expensive "manufactured" content is to produce while noting how eager people are to inform and hear from each other' (Figallo and Rhine, 2001) , and the ethos of participation quickly re-asserted itself.
As Varian (1998) puts it, 'Now publishing is cheap . . . The scarce factor is attention. . . . what we need are new institutional and technological tools to determine where it is worthwhile to focus our attention'. Such tools are characteristic of 'Web 2.0' and include not only usercreated content, but user-created directories and metadata. The technological emphasis is now on context rather than content, on 'approaches that allow the information to find the customer' (Schwarzwalder, 2000) . In future, we can expect to see adaptive systems that learn the user's interests and filter and route information accordingly (De Bra et al., 2004 ) -something local studies collections have done, in a conventional sense, for many years.
Acquisition

Transience of digital media objects
Issues of the transience of digital information have been much debated in the professional literature, with concerns that the materials of social and family history will not exist in permanent formats for future historians to use.
Within the last few years it has become popular, especially in America, for families to share their news and photographs online, first through home pages, now through blogs and web albums. Certainly the profession must give thought to what will happen to online albums after the deaths of their authors and the lapsing of subscriptions, since these are the raw materials for family and local historians of the future.
Of course, there is an awareness amongst the public of the transience of digital media objects, and a certain preference for paper as the medium of permanent records is seen in the hobby of digital scrapbooking, i.e. the assembly of personal memorabilia and photographs on computer, with the intention of printing out scrapbook pages. Nevertheless, future local historians and many members of the public The philosophy of local studies in the interactive age themselves would benefit if family record-keepers were directed to reliable resources and techniques, and advised on such matters as the backing-up of online materials onto physical media, keeping hard copy, and making sure that, at the end of the day, executors know of the existence and relationships of the documents in their various forms.
The question also arises whether local studies librarians have a role in encouraging and assisting people to create such family records. Perhaps local studies libraries should also be considering the provision of digital cameras and photo-editing facilities to the public, before a new digital divide in visual literacy opens up. Digitizing images, recording reminiscences and creating multimedia web albums develops ICT skills (representing lifelong learning), and can be a means of bringing people together (representing social inclusion), as well as creating content of potential local historical value in the future.
Preserving Internet content
Steps are now being taken in many countries to extend legal deposit to web pages, 18 and the non-profit US Internet Archive aims to archive a large proportion of the Internet (Internet Archive). Such projects require a great deal of storage capacity and technical expertise.
Local studies collections, by contrast, are in the same position as the ordinary user: the obvious way to preserve the content of a website is to print off its individual web pages. It may help to reconcile us to the loss of structure involved if we think of websites less as publications and more as exhibitions. We do not expect exhibitions to be permanent or portable. They might well be accompanied by a detailed catalogue. This can be preserved, but it is not the exhibition. From this point of view, the availability of web pages for printing is very positive, yielding a substantial, lasting 'exhibition catalogue' -or a single page, as required.
In the area of acquisition, a local studies collection can no longer expect to:
• be comprehensive in coverage or to:
• collect material regardless of format.
What seems clear is that libraries should move beyond the role of collector and organiser of content, print and digital, to one that establishes the authenticity and provenance [emphasis original] of content and provides the imprimatur of quality in an information-rich but contextpoor world. (OCLC, 2004) 
Access
Digital services
Local studies collections have not, in general, been at the head of the queue for IT funding, with the result that there is a great deal of variation in the extent to which these collections have moved into the digital age. In many cases, libraries are only now beginning to consider their local studies collections as a source of material for digitization. In the rest of the field, however, the emphasis has already shifted, 'from content itself to getting people connected to it and making it useful' (Perkins et al., 2004 , quoting Lynn Benson of the National Library of New Zealand). 19 Moray (Moray Council) and Vigo County in the USA (Puacz, 2000) are examples of local studies libraries that have concentrated on making it possible for online users to discover exactly what the collection holds. Analytic cataloguing likewise serves local users, but especially remote users, producing 'bigger things from smaller packages' (Sowers, 2003) . The problem then arises of managing expectations, since the more that is made available online, the more users, including remote users, are likely to demand of the service through enquiry mechanisms.
Not all users will seek assistance face to face, especially if they concentrate on using e-resources. Indeed for many, a welcome feature of the Internet is that it allows access to expertise in an impersonal, and therefore less threatening, way. The local studies librarian, like other experts providing services to the public, is increasingly expected to exhibit an online presence. A website can guide the investigator, not only by providing selected links, but by distilling expertise into features such as search tips, frequently-asked questions (FAQs) and guides. The ideal for the user, however, is an interactive service.
Interactive services bring 'issues of workload, efficiency, interoperability, and service quality' (Penka, 2003) . In this area, local studies libraries, as latecomers, may benefit from the (sometimes negative) experiences of the early adopters. E-mail, chat and IM (instant messaging) have all been used, especially in the USA:
In the past few years much of the profession seems to have been gripped by an 'irrational exuberance'. . . about the prospects of virtual reference. Many of us saw it as a kind of panacea for all that ailed us. (Coffman and Arett, 2004) Yet, this has not been resolved in a virtual reference context, let alone a local studies one.
Portals
As more and more materials come online for the study of local and family history, it becomes increasingly possible to assemble corpora of information at home that would once have required the user to spend years visiting local studies collections and archives in person. This holds a great deal of promise for work across localities: as Sinclair (1825) bands to the dispersion patterns through the UK of recent immigrants, from fishing rights to morning rolls, could be studied in this wider perspective. With family history, too, an investigation is likely to extend over a number of local areas and, indeed, over different countries.
The next stage of development, after catalogues and primary materials have been digitized and made available online, is to find ways for the user to access groups of websites. A portal is not simply a launch-pad with a large number of links. Nor is it a resource discovery network, with a brief description of each site and some descriptors. The chief benefits of a portal are to provide a union catalogue and simultaneous cross-searching of a group of sites. A portal will also achieve a higher profile in searches than the individual sites within it. An example is the Archives Hub, 'a national gateway providing free access to descriptions of archives and manuscript collections held in UK universities and colleges' (JISC).
For local studies collections, there may be particular difficulties in producing union catalogues, especially in the area of subject indexing. One is the uniquely local orientation of the controlled vocabulary used in subject indexing each distinct collection, which may even include local terminology (for instance for folk traditions). A related problem is that local collections are likely to be indexed at a fine level of detail in their own specific areas of interest. There would clearly be no point in imposing a standardized terminology, as this would obscure the very peculiarities that are the strengths of each collection. This is, of course, a counsel of perfection, and it is doubtful whether such a massive top-down effort would be feasible in the foreseeable future. It is more likely that we shall see attempts to achieve interoperability on a technical level, with shared metadata standards and search protocols. This will facilitate federated searching for userspecified strings, leaving it up to the users to put together their own search vocabularies. It is not yet clear how the trend towards deep indexing by search engines (via producer-supplied feeds) (Bruemmer, 2002) will compete with producer-designed portals as an access solution.
Investigations
Lack of quality control
One of the most interesting characteristics of the electronic provision of local studies is the extent to which it is dominated by interested amateurs or by local historical groups. Local studies fits well with the ethos of the Internet, which has resulted in the 'mass-amateurisation of (nearly) everything' (Coates, 2003) . What is happening now on the Internet is not dissimilar to local history publishing in the 19th century.
On the Internet, material can, for the first time, be disseminated quickly, easily and at a low cost, and, equally significantly, without any quality-checking mechanism. This can be problematic, particularly as the market for local history has never been very discerning:
'bad local history is still being published, and will certainly sell locally, provided it has lots of old photos and tells some good anecdotes' (Shannon, 2004: 151) . A good deal of the amateur material on the World Wide Web is also 'bad local history', in Shannon's terms, lacking context, theme, or insight and reliant on unsubstantiated anecdotes. On the other hand, Shannon also points out the corollary, in the world of hard-copy publishing, that 'the academically acceptable but inaccessible book may not sell at all: indeed, may not even find a publisher ' (2004: 151) . The Internet can equally well accommodate this kind of work.
Embracing the public's enthusiasm for family history Throughout all the years of debate about nomenclature and status, Shannon suggests, 'perhaps insufficient attention has been paid to the part played by the market place in setting the local history agenda ' (2004: 151) . This is a salutary point: by and large, it is the people involved who are driving local history forward, both in terms of its status as a discipline and in terms of what is published or disseminated and how this is done. The market for genealogy is very dynamic, and partly commercial. Some of the national bodies, such as the National Archives (National Archives) and the General Register Office (Scotland) (General Register Office (Scotland)) have been induced to respond to the demand by moving ahead with e-provision, and have been able to position themselves at the forefront.
Lifelong learning
Members of the public are now embarking on local, family and community history in new ways. Some are relying too heavily on electronic sources, some do not understand the incomplete nature of sources, and many do not recognize the dubious quality of some of the material available on the Internet. There is, therefore, a compelling case for local studies providers to develop information literacy strategies for this sector.
So far the emphasis has been heavily on digitization, with insufficient attention to staffing an online presence or to promoting information literacy skills. Staff themselves need training, and may be particularly anxious about supporting genealogy research, which has not been part of the local studies remit in the past (Webster, 2005) .
Users
Remote users
Public libraries in the UK were created with the ideal of providing a service to the public free at the point of use. There was a tacit assumption, however, that this public would be more or less coterminous with the residents of the area whose taxes financed the service. The Internet has allowed enormous numbers of descendants of the white European diaspora to relate to their roots through family history. A study in the mid-1990s reported that genealogy was the second most popular topic for Internet searching,
The philosophy of local studies in the interactive age and the third most popular hobby in the United States (Fulkerson, 1995) , figures that are still frequently repeated on genealogy websites. Given the opportunity, many people who discover an ancestral connection to a place will interrogate a local studies collection electronically.
What, then, of the maxim:
• prioritize the needs of local users, but not to the exclusion of remote users?
The colonial interest in European roots can result in visits to the Old World, to the benefit of the heritage industry and the tourist trade. Of course, what the visitorsconsciously or unconsciously -hope to find is some indication that they are remembered. They are more likely to find a personal welcome, and even some oral memory of their family, in more static rural communities. Lacking this, they -or the heritage industry on their behalf -must turn to the institutional memory of archives and local studies collections to make their visit meaningful. So it can be pointed out that the website is also an advertisement for the locality, and its value to the local taxpayer in this respect can be underlined by cross-linking with other sites that promote tourism and business locally. Fortunately we are not faced with a dichotomy between remote users seeking electronic access and local users content with the direct access that they already have. In practice, the local users are also clamouring for electronic access to resources, with all the advantages that this brings: freedom from the constraints of opening hours, home-based access, searchability of the materials, linking to related materials, and the ability to download, cut and paste. Moreover, they also want access to sources in other localities. Additionally, the 'gifted amateurs' -so visible in traditional local studies -are also evident in cyberspace, creating websites which command the respect of professionals and, ultimately, contribute to knowledge on the locality. 'Do as you would be done by' is perhaps the best guide to provision in this context. In short:
• meet the public demand for electronic access as far as resources permit.
Profiling users
User profiling of remote users is necessarily difficult. This population is diverse in origin and varied in how they approach their studies. Guenther (2001) discusses the use of log file analysers, such as WebTrends (WebTrends), to analyse visitor traffic. This can provide information on where users are referred from (typically search engines), which pages they initially enter (which might or might not be the home page), where they spend time during their visit, and which pages they exit from. Pages that rate high as entry pages are often bookmarked by users. Guenther recommends that webmasters should 'consolidate related resources to facilitate bookmarking and decrease the amount of mouse clicks to the information'. A physical collection can only be arranged in one way, but a digital collection is under no such constraint. A large site can be organized around a number of audience-specific portals, e.g. a children's section may point to many of the same resources, but approach them in a 'fun' way. Such flexibility is one of the ways recommended to make a website 'sticky' (Fichter, 2000; Sanchez, 2000) . It is a frequent response to the fragmentation of markets into niches: 'When you customize the content and tools for a particular user group, you've clearly demonstrated that your library can offer expertise in niche areas' (Fichter, 2000) .
The Glasgow Victorian Times project has provided lessons 'about how best to serve different user groups, landscaping the same digital environment for different groups with the different terminologies favoured by such groups' (Nicholson and Macgregor, 2002) . Depending on the Internet Service Provider, it may be possible to use Internet Protocols (the visitors' calling cards) to do an analysis by geography of the keywords visitors have used to search within the site, which might indicate information that could be pulled together for a specific regional audience (Guenther, 2001) . Many Scottish community websites, e.g. on the Scottish villages gateway (The Scottish Villages), have specific areas for American visitors, for instance.
Data about online users, including remote users, can be collected by means of web form surveys, and also directly from web server logs, which can record transactions in detail, gather information about users, and record e-mail addresses for later user surveys, which raises obvious issues of privacy and confidentially (Sloan, 1998) . This is especially true if libraries try to collect the sort of data that is really informative about users' needs and interests. The users of local studies collections (both actual and virtual) are very distinctive, ranging from the gifted amateurs with a wealth of knowledge and whose investigations are in-depth and scholarly, through to those who require little more than the 'answer' to a simple question. In the interactive age, knowledge of technology may be added to this. Such diverse factors must be considered when endeavouring to understand users and their expectations.
According to John Falk, of the Institute for Learning Innovation, 'the world of tomorrow is about free choice learning' (as opposed to assigned or imposed learning tasks), and the best predictors of how people learn are prior knowledge and experience, interest level, expectation and motivation (quoted in Perkins et al., 2004) . In profiling users, therefore, it may be more important to ask about motivation and lifestyle than about traditional socio-economic indicators.
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User communities Successful sites, Sanchez (2000) newsletters and e-mail alerts. At present, Fichter (2000) laments, 'many library systems cannot even track user preferences and interests, let alone suggest another article or book or news story, based on what a user just read', but such recommender systems are now usual on the Internet. It has been observed that markets are conversations in our new networked world. In order to be successful, organizations have to engage in real conversations with their customers -not the contrived artificial sounding voice of marketing materials. Companies have to talk, have a sense of humor [sic] , and relate. (Fichter, 2000) The same point was made by a recent report on the use of the Internet by US teenagers. The emerging youth audience is 'dissolving the traditional barriers between mainstream and homemade media' and expecting a 'conversational partnership' with information providers (BBC, 2005 referring to Lenhart and Madden, 2005) .
Many sites now encourage users to contribute content, with simple technical interfaces, clear navigation to the participation opportunities, a quick registration procedure, visibility and due credit for contributions, and user rating of contributions (Figallo and Rhine, 2001 ). Fichter (2000) suggests that librarians can learn also from e-commerce sites, such as Amazon's customer reviews, 'by harnessing the power of the users in helping to add the "editorial" perspective'. As Fichter says, it is not enough just to invite the visitor to fill in a form, with control of the conversation retained by the library. Similarly, an invitation to the public to contribute something to a specially-created page, like the V&A's 'Every object tells a story' initiative, asking for photographs and stories about everyday objects (Victoria and Albert Museum) , is in danger of seeming patronizing, on a level with an exhibition of children's drawings.
While it can be a 'challenge' in some library sectors to demonstrate that the contributions of participants are valued, the dictum of Giersch et al. (2004) that 'Builders can be users, and users can be builders', is natural to local studies, where users have always been particularly involved in the production of the subject. An example with an educational orientation is the Powys Digital History Project's 'Powys: a day in the life' (Powys County Council, 2002) . A family history-oriented example of partnership is Manchester Archives and Local Studies' joint initiative with the Manchester and Lancashire Family History Society, to produce an electronic database of all the church registers held at the Library. The Society's secretary had designed a database for us, and the Society's volunteers had inputted all the original card index information, creating 4,322 lines of data relating to 1,452 churches. The Archives and Local Studies Officer then undertook a major edit of this data, resulting in a final total of 1,598 churches. The resulting database is much more comprehensive than the original manual finding aids (Manchester City Council, 2003) .
Online presence
Publicity
An online presence for reputable bodies is all the more important given the amount of dubious content that is available. In the digital environment it is not enough to be an authority, however: the Internet is a noisy and highly competitive environment in which even authoritative voices must struggle to make themselves heard. 21 The Internet is rather like a medieval university, where people assemble to teach and learn on their own initiative, with the teachers touting for students and collecting their fees at the door of the lecture hall. To be noticed on the Internet means going to where people are and buttonholing them. For instance, if someone using a genealogy site comes upon an unfamiliar place-name and is linked to a map site, e.g. Google Local, but not to a local history site, either directly or through the map site, that is a lost opportunity.
There are more and more examples of sites forging dynamic relationships, creating, as Penka (2003) Ideally, the collection's website is the user's departure point for surfing the Net for information on the particular locale. It may not be possible to attain this eminence immediately, or in competition with sites already created by enthusiasts. Given the inter-penetrability of websites, what matters is that the expert contributions of the local studies librarian can be reached easily from wherever the user does start, and this is a matter of pushing the site out to web search tools, and allowing and persuading other sites to include links. It is also important to bear in mind the value that users put on informal referrals:
We also want to impress Internet-active individuals with librarians' contributions, especially those likely to share their enthusiasm with others. . . . Our efforts should go toward getting our online activities noticed by those with the ability to influence others, such as regular columnists or popular bloggers. (Gordon, 2003) In short:
• be visible.
A resource, not a brochure 'One way that a library can build support for itself and ensure continued funding, ' Fichter (2000) , 'is by having a sticky site.' 'Stickiness' means that visitors linger at the site and make repeat visits, and for this it is important to offer something of value: a resource, rather than a
The philosophy of local studies in the interactive age brochure. An excellent reputation depends not just on having unique information, and on being accurate and comprehensive in the presentation of it, but also on being user friendly, and a good launch-pad for browsing other sites.
It is also extremely important to keep content up to date, or users -who of necessity have to be very criticalwill lose trust. If it is not possible to maintain all the desired content, then it is better to prioritize quality rather than quantity. Again it may be helpful to think of the Web as an exhibition space, not as a format into which a whole collection should -somehow, someday -be translated. The Internet is a good way to highlight visual and audio materials, which are not easy to browse in their physical format, as witness Picture Sheffield.com (Sheffield City Council) and the North West Sound Archive (Lancashire Record Office). The beauty of online exhibitions is that they can be archived and remain accessible and searchable. Examples include exhibitions at the National Archives (National Archives). In short:
• emphasize quality rather than quantity.
CONCLUSION
The explosion in domestic Internet usage, coupled with widespread access to broadband technologies, means that those providing local history services are now at a crossroads in terms of considering online delivery. Much has been achieved since the establishment, in 2001, of the New Opportunities Fund's programme to make local studies information available on the People's Network and National Grid for Learning with many authorities mirroring the work of the Borough of Rochdale and creating virtual local studies libraries. Visibility and accessibility are key, however; it must be a concern that, with so much available electronically, users can go elsewhere, potentially driving local studies collections into a spiral of decline. Perhaps subsequent funding initiatives from the Big Lottery Fund and others need to address this and consider supporting projects to raise the profile of local collections. There is a widespread perception that, with so many websites in existence, 'all' research can be done online. (On 19 December 2005, Google retrieved 6,860,000 hits for a search for 'local-history'.) This is particularly the case with family history (whereas, in fact, the amount of primary research material, as opposed to secondary interpretation, is still -at the time of writing -relatively small). An online presence is required to link from what now exists in cyberspace to 'traditional' services. There is a need to disseminate and celebrate local studies online, in order to show the users of electronic resources how much value could be added to their research by local studies collections, through access to obituaries, photographs, gravestone indices, church registers and many other resources. In the digital age, users will not engage with local studies libraries unless we engage with them.
If no conscious decision is taken about identifying and targeting the online market for local studies materials, the message is given, by default, that a service is not prepared to indulge the demand for online service provision. Those libraries that present little more on their websites than an outline of the collection's content and the department's opening hours are failing to move into the new marketplace where their users increasingly expect to find them. The public more and more regards the Internet as the first point of access to information services, and websites are becoming more interactive.
The challenge for local studies collections is to grasp the opportunities offered by the Internet, take control of the sector of cyberspace that pertains to their particular locale, and set the agenda. This means establishing a reputation, and pushing content out to users and opinion formers.
The raison d'être of local collections has not fundamentally changed in the digital age:
local studies libraries exist in order to recognise the social, economic and cultural activities and achievements of the local community. They exist in order to record, preserve and celebrate these activities and achievements. (Reid, 2003: 1) In the digital age, local studies has the potential to be one of the most dynamic and exciting parts of any library service.
NOTES
